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ABSTRACT 
This study investigates ecocentrism in secondary schools and challenges the anthropocentric view of conserving 
natural resources for future humans. It aims to reveal whether sustainability education in schools is driven by a narrow 
science focus or whether there are deep ecology perspectives also operating to solve environmental problems. This 
study also seeks to determine the collective thought of the school communities studied regarding the more philosophical 
aspects of sustainability, as seen through the lens of deep ecology. The study drew upon aspects of grounded theory to 
organize the data into themes. Strategic coding of the themes led to a coherent model for the socio-cultural responses to 
the research questions. A deep ecology scale (DES) was devised and used to measure ecocentric inclinations of the 
respondents. The data showed that students were more aligned to an ecocentric philosophy than the anthropocentric 
lifestyle. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Deep ecology is regarded (by some) as one of the most important approaches to 
environmental philosophy in the last 50 years [1]. The deep ecology movement first rose to 
prominence around 40 years ago when a relatively unknown publication by Næss [2] came to the 
attention of American academics, Bill Devall and George Sessions, a publication in which Naess 
assigned equal value to human and non-human life. The original form of the paper was first 
presented at the 3rd World Future Research Conference in Bucharest in September 1972, but only 
survived in the archives in Romania until it was later translated into English [3]. Naess described 
shallow ecology as the ‘Fight against pollution and resource depletion’ [2, p. 95] as a contrast to his 
notion of deep ecology. His original paper defined deep ecology as having seven key 
characteristics: 
 
1. Rejection of the man-in-environment. “(Hu)man is seen as being in a “..relational, total-field 
image.” [2, p. 95-96], which essentially places (hu)mans in a relationship with the 
environment. 
2. Biospherical egalitarianism, which expands the concept to all living things and mentions 
respect for non-human animals by placing them on an equal footing to humans. 
3. The idea of diversity and symbiosis and protection for endangered species and specifically 
from the hunting and killing of whales and seals. 
4. Adoption of an anti-class posture where the idea of the exploiter and the exploited is no 
longer viable; a premise that is proposed to underpin ecological stability. 
5. Naess’s ideas about pollution and resource depletion are here linked to the choices we make 
in life say, for example, what type of job we do, and that we can make a choice to benefit 
the planet at the expense of our individual amenity. 
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6. The complexity-not-complication principle refers to looking at the biosphere not as an 
immensely incomprehensible (complicated) set of ecosystems, but as a generally complex 
set of relationships that warrant surveillance and monitoring for aberrations of function. 
7. Local autonomy and decentralization. This is a rudimentary notion that hierarchies can drain 
the impetus of any group to do what in contemporary terms we say is to minimize your 
ecological footprint, or at the very least (avoid) becom(ing) parasitic on the resources and 
funding to remedy some ecological crisis. 
 
Within these principles Naess shifted the emphasis from humans as of prime importance 
above all other elements of the biosphere, to one where the living and non-living components of the 
earth itself have intrinsic value. Another way of viewing this is to say that ecosystems need to be 
sustained and nourished for the sake of the earth without reference to humans, and that sustainable 
development of resources to accommodate as many humans as possible is beyond the limits of the 
planet. 
 
Respondents were asked questions to elicit opinions on the above elements of the deep 
ecology philosophy. Since deep ecology shares many features of the indigenous worldview [4], we 
also included questions about the land management practices of First Nations Peoples. This was in 
large part due to the notion that traditional landholders were better at caring for the earth and in 
essence were the ‘first ecologists’ [5]. 
2 THE STUDY COHORT AND METHOD 
Three schools, 29 students, ten teachers, one principal, three parents and two siblings formed 
the study cohort. The schools were all middle-class, metropolitan high schools in Melbourne, 
Australia. The students were selected from the school environment club and each school had a 
sustainability co-ordinator that initiated projects and implemented school environment policy. Some 
teachers from geography, music, information technology, mathematics and outdoor education were 
also interviewed. The scope of this paper is based on the data from one school, ‘Bunjil’. 
Interviewees were audio-recorded and field notes were taken to supplement these mp3 files. 
Transcripts were produced for the coding and segmenting of data, and the field notes were scanned 
for broad themes to facilitate the subsequent analysis. These raw data formed the basis for a 
modified grounded-theory based on the inductive method of Boeije [6]. This then led to an 
ontological model based largely on social psychology [7, 8]. From this ontological view it then 
became possible to build a theory of the social dynamics going on in schools in relation to the 
ecological self [9] of the students. 
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Part of the formative view of the students’ responses was gauged using an instrument we 
designed called the ‘Deep Ecology Spectrum’ (DES) (see Figure 1 below). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The Deep Ecology Spectrum  
 
3 THE FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
The summary of the ontological view was predictable in the sense that the sustainability 
coordinator was a pivotal figure in the analysis, with the parents, siblings and senior curriculum 
(years 11 and 12) as strong secondary factors. In the case of the family, the flow of influence varied 
from family to family, and it wasn’t always from student to home. Sometimes the parents or a 
sibling took the lead in forging a sustainability focus for the family. Almost universally though, 
senior curriculum commitments outweighed all other factors and typically prevented students 
continuing in the environment club. The corollary wasn’t that senior students’ interest in the 
environment waned; more that they were put on hold, and the responses showed that their early 
commitment to the environment club tended to become a long-term attribute. Other competing 
entities included extracurricular clubs such as the SRC (student representative council), instrumental 
music lessons, and sporting clubs. Childhood experiences (e.g. beach holidays) and other 
experiences with animals had a distinct and positive influence on becoming a member of the club, as 
did prior sustainability practices at the students’ primary school. This empathy for nature through 
animals was associated with ecocentric utterances. 
 
Club students’ opinion of other students outside the club had a distinctive and possible 
predictable feature; the club students expressed almost special knowledge of the environment (that 
wasn’t necessarily elitist) and an awareness of environmental problems both locally and globally 
that set them apart from other students. The club students were somewhat forgiving of this situation, 
saying that the regular students were ignorant, lazy, immature or apathetic because they couldn’t see 
the big picture. This was particularly the case with younger students, with the gap narrowing in 
senior years. The latter feature was possibly due to Year 12 students having their own common 
room and therefore not being caught up in the schoolyard dynamics of littering and disregard for the 
environment. 
 
Teachers other than the sustainability coordinator (regular teachers) provided another 
dimension to the analysis, but these need to be subdivided into two groups: mathematics/science 
teachers and humanities/arts teachers. In most cases the club students said that other teachers always 
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placed their own curriculum ahead of any sustainability initiative at the school. Practices like turning 
off lights, reducing paper use, recycling paper and batteries, and a general interest in sustainability 
initiatives were only undertaken if they didn’t impose on the core business of teaching a subject. The 
exceptions to this were if a teacher taught biology or some aspect of sustainability within their 
curriculum. Hence the finding that mathematics/science/geography teachers came out ahead of the 
arts/humanities teachers. Students were also well aware of the location of teachers’ desks and an 
unexpected social process was revealed as a result of this fact. If a teacher shared the same office as 
the sustainability coordinator, club students reported that these teachers had a sustainability focus 
that was not the norm for other teachers. 
 
The principal of the school played little or no role in the responses of the club students, other 
than that the principal was part of the school as an institution that is held to be a sustainability model. 
The responses of the students support the idea that the sustainability coordinator operates within a 
school ethos that enables the sustainability policy to be promulgated throughout the school. 
However, it seemed to be the case that students perceive the coordinator as having to often push for 
that message to be implemented. 
 
The remaining entity in our ontological model was The world (i.e. the internet), which we 
included because social influence also came from the internet, social media, television, YouTube, 
podcasts and advertising. These sub-entities may have had little influence in the case of one student, 
Lalande (who had no television or radio at home), but other respondents demonstrated an 
understanding of certain social pressure coming from advertising, in the sense that having the latest 
gadgets was seen as being cool. The club students were aware that this neophilia was bad for the 
planet because it consumed resources at a faster rate than what was adequate for human needs. The 
question of environmental disasters on the other side of the world (e.g. BP oil spill in Gulf of 
Mexico in April 2010) did impact on club students, even though it was a long way from Australia. It 
is unknown if this was because of the empathy that club students had for the coastal birds, or if it 
was the world-wide coverage that followed the disaster. 
 
With regard to the notion that First Nations Peoples were in effect the first ecologists, there 
was general consensus that traditional landholders took good care of their tribal lands, probably 
because of the strong spiritual attachment to their place of birth. This caring for country [10] is a 
crucial part of the cultural anthropology of Australian indigenous people, and students recognized 
this through specific cultural projects initiated by the sustainability coordinator. Integrating 
indigenous cultural views is also part of the new Australian Curriculum [11]. 
 
A final observation relates to the more metaphysical aspects of deep ecology relating to 
transpersonal ecology [12]. Some of the students adopted existential frameworks by reflecting upon 
the nature of their own existence in the context of ecosystems. This is often referred to as the self-
realization in the deep ecology philosophy [13] where the person unfolds out into nature, in effect 
adopting a stance of monism. This was made clear in some responses where there was a belief that 
‘If the earth suffered, then we would all suffer’. These responses are notable because they 
demonstrate a high-level cognitive response to the kind of world our young people are inheriting. 
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The results of the DES survey are shown in Figure 2 below. These data show that students 
have beliefs that are aligned more towards the ecocentric end of the shallow/deep binary.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. The Deep Ecology Spectrum results 
 
 
Their reasons varied but in general they thought that humans should start reducing their use of 
natural resources and should have less impact on the earth. This was tempered by the view that a 
radical shift to a ‘ten’ on the DES scale would be unrealistic given the current high use of resources 
by the affluent nations. Most students believed that the world’s resources were finite and that the 
adage of ‘there is no other earth’ was an accurate reflection on the projected state of the 
environment. 
4 CONCLUSION 
Our study shows that the social milieu of the sustainability culture in schools is complex, but 
that the social trajectories of sustainability club students can be explained by our data using our 
theoretical models. Students demonstrate an alignment to the deep ecology philosophy, and see 
themselves as part of nature in the sense that it equates to discovering their ecological self. This is 
proof that students have the capacity to embrace the more metaphysical aspects of education for 
sustainability. Their world is driven largely by inherent values that they acquire from the 
sustainability coordinator, and as they proceed through their secondary years their environmental 
philosophy becomes more robust and coherent in their beliefs about the environment. 
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